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How do the Asian Americans fit in the society? Are they fully 
Americanized? Or is there still some reservation of original culture in 
each individual? 
-patriotism 




-location of home 
-food 
-language (mother language and secondary languages) 
-friend circle (society within school) 
-stereotypes 
-pop culture 
1. Where were you born? 
2. How long has your family (or ancestors) been here in the States? 
3. What was your mother language? If English was your primary 
language, were you taught the language that your parents (or 
grandparents, etc) usually speak? 
4. Do you consider yourself Asian, American, or Asian American? And 
how would you respond to someone if they asked for your ethnicity? 
5. How would you define an Asian American? 
6. Which holidays do you celebrate? Do you celebrate both the American 
holidays and your Asian holidays, or just one or the other? 
7. What kind of education did you receive at home? Was it fully 
American, or the stereotypical Asian (for example, the strictness of the 
parents)? 
8. Would you date an American or Asian, or someone like you? Why or 
why not? 
9. What kind of music do you listen to? What kind of movies? Do you 
watch the typical Asian dramas? 
10. How well do you know about your family’s heritage? 
Initial 
Exercises: 
Question: My research topic deals with whether or not Taiwanese Americans still 
exist in the Chicago society, and why they are unwilling to identify 
themselves when the legacy of Taiwan runs in their blood. 
Plan: 
Data: Me: Did you always live in Chicago? 
HK: No, I moved to Chicago by the end of 4th grade. You know the really 
huge airport in Seoul? I used to live right next to it. 
Me: Do you remember most of your childhood or any of your childhood 
friends? 
HK: Yes I do, and I still keep in contact with them through MSN. We’ve 
grown apart though, and I haven’t been back to Korea for 4 years. 
Me: Did you have trouble leaving them when you were leaving Seoul, and 
had to make new friends in Chicago? 
HK: It was pretty difficult for me. I didn’t learn any English at all back in 
Seoul, and by the end of 4th grade everyone in my American lower school 
knew English pretty well, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t express thoroughly 
what I wanted to say, and the Koreans there couldn’t speak any Korean 
either! I hardly made any Korean friends, let alone American friends. 
Also, the teachers in 4th and 5th grade mainly taught grammar and 
composition, and nearly nothing on speech! So…I was pretty isolated for 
the first couple of years…it wasn’t till 6th-7th grade that I started to speak 
English more fluently under intense tutoring. 
Me: So what did you do during these difficult times? Did you start to 
make Korean friends in 6th grade again? 
HK: I only had one or two friends back in lower school, which was pretty 
pathetic [laughs]...and they were just like me, kids who moved from 
South Korea to the States later in life, and have to suffer under the 
consequences of becoming a recluse in the social circle. Although I was 
picking up English pretty well by 6th-7th grade, I had a huge variety of 
friends which none of them are Korean. Most my friends were mostly 
Hispanics and Indians…they were a lot nicer and easier to get along with 
than the Koreans who ousted me. But I guess things got better in high 
school. I still stayed with some of my friends from junior high, but by 
sophomore year not only did I make a lot of Korean friends, there were 
other Asian friends too…people who also moved from Asian countries to 
here, which includes Japanese, Filipinos, Taiwanese, etc. By then I really 
knew how to communicate with friends, but I didn’t exactly know how to 
communicate with adults yet. I would think I know what I wanted to say 
to adults, but then words would just falter whenever I try. 
Me: Between you and your friends, do you guys prefer speaking in 
Korean? 
HK: hmm…I think Korean and English at the same time…it’s sort of like 
Chinglish, if you know what I mean. Actually, to be more specific, I’d 
rather speak in Korean while my friends prefer English, so when I speak 
Korean to them they would respond back to me in English. However, 
since our first languages were Korean, we’d still think in Korean first for 
half the time, right? So if we come up with a word that is hard to express 
in English, we’d just say it in Korean within the English sentence. 
Me: Did you have any American friends? 
HK: Only a few. I guess I’m more comfortable with Korean Americans…
it’s probably because of the language? I mean, I can speak English pretty 
well and think in Korean and English interchangeably, but hanging out 
with people who knew both of your languages is more fun than just 
speaking in English. Plus, if I hung out purely with Americans, I’d miss out 
the Korean inside jokes and any other links to the Korean culture. 
However though, I do know Koreans who are the only Koreans inside their 
friend circles and can live without the Korean culture. But I guess I’m not 
Americanized enough to do that. I’ll still miss the other Korean part of 
me. 
Me: Then does this mean that you and your friends are still up-to-date 
with the Korean and Asian society back in Asia? Like pop culture and 
news? 
HK: Yup, we still talk about it every day. We’d prefer watching Korean 
drama and movies over American ones…and I do love Korean music. 
Me: You said that the last time you went back to Seoul it was 4 years 
ago? Did you notice a difference between you and your childhood friends? 
HK [laughs out loud]: it was so funny! I was dressed differently, and I 
even looked different too from the Koreans; my clothes, my looks, and 
speech. Everyone on the streets immediately knew that I was a “Korean 
American”, and they kept on staring at me! At first I thought that there 
wouldn’t be much of difference, and that I would fit back in…I didn’t 
notice the difference at first, and I thought I’d fit in when people on the 
streets started staring at me! It was really weird because when I went 
back to Seoul, I didn’t feel like a Korean American, but just Korean like I 
was back in 4th grade. I guess I have been away for too long for the 
“difference” to settle in. And of course, being that I’m a “Korean 
American,” the vendors would still try to sell me merchandises at a 
higher rate though we don’t have sales taxes in Korea. I’d wish the 
parents would stop staring at me though, and whisper to their kids that 
Korean Americans are spoiled brats who live in the States. The funny 
thing is that they would think that I didn’t know any Korean, and would 
just talk about me out loud. Oh well, I’m going back again during this 
winter and I can’t wait to be the spotlight of the crowd again.
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Research Report: Who are Taiwanese Americans? Where are they in 
Chicago's society? 
"Honestly speaking, I have no idea whether or not I am a Taiwanese 
American. When people ask me, I would either say I'm Asian American or 
just pure American. In fact, I rarely hear people say that they're 
Taiwanese Americans- it just never crossed our minds." Eve laughed, as 
I asked her whether or not she considers herself a Taiwanese American. 
This was precisely why I wanted to research Taiwanese Americans in 
Chicago. Taiwanese Americans in California and other places in the West 
Coast have no trouble making their voices heard (especially in UC 
schools) while those in the East Coast would more than gladly parade on 
the streets since schools like NYU indulge in liberality. So what happened 
to the Taiwanese American voices in Chicago, and why don't we ever 
hear from them on campus? What happened to these voices when pure 
Taiwanese in Taiwan are fighting for themselves against the threat of 
China's policy of annexation? According to the Encyclopedia of Chicago, 
a considerate number of Taiwanese moved to Chicago during the 1970s 
and 1980s, and that they "avoided Chicago's Chinatown and instead 
sought campus and suburban settings." Therefore, there are Taiwanese 
Americans in Chicago, but where are they? 
With my journalistic skills, I looked for Taiwanese American students on 
campus through groups such as TSA (Taiwanese Student Association) 
and TIA (Taiwanese Intercultural Association). It was tough to select the 
perfect interviewees because the majority of the students were 
Taiwanese from different countries, other than specifically the Chicago 
area. Finally, I was able to choose six interviewees who have lived in 
Chicago since they were 5, and I observed a few more but didn't 
interview them. As a start I asked each of the interviewees was asked the 
question of their ethnicity background, and surprisingly, more than half of 
my subjects were uncomfortable in pronouncing that they're Taiwanese 
American. As mentioned earlier, my research topic deals with whether or 
not Taiwanese Americans still exist in the Chicago society, and why they 
are unwilling to identify themselves when the legacy of Taiwan runs in 
their blood. 
Taiwanese Americans, Taiwanese, American, Asian, or Asian 
American?
Before I started my interview, I asked each interviewee what they 
considered themselves as. Did they consider themselves Taiwanese 
American, Taiwanese, Asian, or American? And what is the definition of a 
Taiwanese American? Each answer varies with individual students: 
Joseph: "I think I am just pure Taiwanese…I don't like to call myself 
Taiwanese American because I'm not sure of what really is the definition, 
and I'm not sure if I'm 100% assimilated into the American society. I think 
that in order to be a Taiwanese American, one has to be born and raised 
here in Chicago." 
Laura: "I can't say that I'm purely American, but I would call myself an 
Asian American. My brother, who was born and raised here in Chicago, 
took care of me when I was sent from Taiwan to live with him. He 
definitely played a major role in my assimilation with the Chicago 
society." 
Eve: "Honestly speaking, I have no idea whether or not I am a Taiwanese 
American. When people ask me, I would either say I'm Asian American or 
just pure American. In fact, I rarely heard people say that they're 
Taiwanese Americans- it just never crossed our minds. Plus, a 
Taiwanese American is someone who has parents that were born and 
raised here." 
Harry: "Definitely Asian American. Although I have lived in Chicago for a 
long time, I went to a boarding school since middle school and for most of 
the time, I hung out with Asians. I didn't see myself the same as those 
who were born and raised here in Chicago…I think I'm quite different 
from an American." 
Margaret: "I am proud to say that I'm Taiwanese American. Although I am 
more Taiwanese than American because I am more exposed to Taiwan's 
culture, by living here for 14 years would definitely make me a Taiwanese 
American. I know that there are students who avoid using my answer due 
to the fact that some consider Taiwanese Americans as Chinese 
Americans." 
Abby: "I'd say I'm American. I was born and raised in Chicago, and I only 
visit Taiwan every summer for two weeks. I wasn't exposed to the 
Taiwanese culture either during my childhood, and I'm definitely bad in 
speaking Mandarin and I can't even speak Taiwanese." 
Purpose
My motive for asking this question is that I wanted to see how many 
Taiwanese Americans understand the definition of Taiwanese American, 
and how many of them actually assert themselves as Taiwanese 
Americans. According to the responses, only Margaret said that she's 
Taiwanese American though all of the interviewees were part of the 1.5 
generation or the second generation. All of the interviewees could be 
categorized as Taiwanese Americans yet five out of the six refused to 
bond themselves with this term. Notice how I gave them the choice of 
identifying themselves as Taiwanese Americans, but the majority didn't 
know that they could be categorized as Taiwanese Americans. 
As I furthered my interviews with each individual, I then realized what are 
the problems; my interviewees are either afraid to pronounce themselves 
as Taiwanese Americans, or that they weren't sure of what the term 
meant. Also, some find themselves stuck between the two cultures which 
some hapas (half Asian, half Caucasian) might experience. The following 
interview questions are what made me come to these conclusions and 
gave me the supporting evidence: 
Questions and key words for interview
1. Where were you born?
2. How long has your family (or ancestors) been here in the States?
3. What was your mother language? If English was your primary 
language, were you taught the how to speak Mandarin? 
4. Describe your childhood in Taiwan and your experience in Chicago
5. How well did you assimilate with your school? Did you have a difficult 
time fitting in?
6. What kind of education do you receive at home? Is it the stereotypical 
strict Taiwanese teachings or American teachings?
7. Do you keep up with both sides of the pop culture? Which one do you 
prefer? 
8. Which language do you prefer to speak?
9. How well do you know about your family's heritage?
10. Which holidays do you celebrate? Do you celebrate both the 
American and Taiwanese holidays, or just one or the other? 
11. Do you think you are Americanized? Define Americanization.
What defines Taiwanese Americans
First, I wanted to find out what were the habits and tradition of Taiwanese 
Americans in order to understand fully of their standing in the Chicago 
society. During the interview, I realized that the place of birth had no 
affect whatsoever with how each individual grew up. It was only the 
environment and the family which they grew up with that affected them. 
For all of the interviewees, the family members that they grew up with 
were conservative Taiwanese who taught each individual the family 
teachings.
Morals
Margaret: Taiwanese teachings is really similar to some of the Confucius 
teachings…one has to respect your elders, take care of your elders when 
they are old, put family before anything else, and learn humility while 
defense. Also, your parents are always right even if they are wrong 
sometimes, and it is disrespectful to correct your parents or even stand 
up to them in some situations. But nevertheless, the Confucius teachings 
taught us how to be a kind, good-natured human being. 
All of the interviewees tried to follow the Taiwanese teachings. They 
respected their elders and families, accepted scolding and beatings when 
horrible behaviors or grades (according to Laura, usually an A- or below 
is considered a bad grade and deserves beating), and never said a word 
about it. But nevertheless our nature’s rebels will come out of us 
sometimes. When Harry, Margaret, Laura, and Joseph moved to the 
States, they came in contact with the concept of freedom of speech, and 
right to stand up for oneself; Harry said that it felt good to stand up to his 
parents sometimes though the consequences were more beatings or 
boxing of the ears. 
But that doesn’t mean that all the Confucius teachings were lost. Abby 
and Eva, who both were born and raised in Chicago, followed the 
Confucius concepts of respect for the elders and the family, and the 
Confucius concepts on morals. But they both thought that some old-
fashioned notions could be- as Abby put it- “accidentally ignored since 
they don’t follow the norm of the contemporary society. The same goes 
with Harry, Margaret, Laura, and Joseph, who thought Chicago was the 
heaven of freedom where you don’t have to worry about ridiculous 
competitions (grades) between friends that much, and that it’s easy to 
earn an A if you work hard.
“I remember when I went back to Taiwan for summer school, everyone 
was extremely competitive. The pure Taiwanese thought that if you got 
an A- for an exam, it’s just okay, but if you get a B+ then you can go off 
the bridge because by receiving such a horrendous grade, you’ll be a 
failure for the rest of your life.” Eva said. 
Competition
“The competition is just ridiculous in Taiwan even within the family. 
Sometimes it gets really stressful that students commit suicide over 
grades in college.” Eve said. As far as the research goes, competition 
can start as early as middle school. 
Joseph: Before I came to Chicago during 5th grade, I lived in Kaohsiung, 
Taiwan. I really liked my hometown, but because I lived in a really 
competitive country my friends were always "more about homework and 
grades." Yes, we actually start compete about who gets the top grade of 
the class, although most of the people already have averages of As (Jay 
laughs as he plays with his noodles with the fork). It's quite sick when you 
think back about it…little third graders competing for As? (he sighs) If I 
had a choice, I wouldn't even want to know about the SATs until I'm 14! I 
actually started preparing for the SATs since 4th grade just because my 
mom said that I needed to get in to this prestigious summer school, CTY 
(Center for Talented Youth at The John Hopkins University). Because I 
was in 4th grade, I didn't need to take the SATs, but I needed to take 
their Talent Search test and a SCAT (a version of SAT for younger kids). 
If I failed the tests, I was a failure to not only my parents, but also to my 
friends. The consequences are disastrous if you don't get accepted. I 
could remember my mom constantly putting pressure on me, and 
brainwashing me the fact that if I don't pass, I'll get disowned. My mom 
kept on telling how CTY was really important for my future college 
applications, and that if I fail I wouldn't get into any colleges, etc though 
keep in mind, I was only in 4th grade at that time. I was so tired.”
For a 4th grader, Joseph must’ve had a really strong will in order not to 
collapse. As the stereotype goes, Asians are really hard-working and 
good at every academic subject. I cannot say that this holds true for all 
Asians, but it definitely holds true for most of the Taiwanese Americans 
whose families follow the study of the Confucius teachings. Because it is 
a strive for Taiwanese Americans to be successful and to earn money, 
they have to be more prominent than others in order to succeed, 
especially to distinguish themselves from Chinese Americans who are 
already categorized as hard-working citizens in Chicago.
“My mom always told me that everything has to be perfect from the start. 
If you fail your first step, then gradually you’ll stumble over every other 
step. This is especially important to Taiwanese Americans because we 
stand a smaller chance than Chinese Americans in the business world 
(since they have a larger population), thus we have to be more hard-
working than them in order to distinguish ourselves from Chinese 
Americans. We are definitely not Chinese Americans, but I still wouldn’t 
call myself a Taiwanese American.” Abby said. 
Pop culture and language
Besides the Confucius teachings, most of the interviewees (besides Abby 
who wasn’t given the opportunity) preferred the Taiwanese pop culture to 
the American pop culture, which was also good towards one’s reputation 
because according to one of the Confucius teachings, it is better to be 
exposed to one’s culture more than the others. 
“I think it’s a good thing that I like the Taiwanese pop culture, and it really 
helps when my first language is Mandarin.” Margaret said, as she also 
added that there’s a difference between Mandarin and the Taiwanese 
dialect. The Taiwanese dialect is a language which originated with the 
aboriginals, and is used nowadays within the modern Taiwanese society. 
Still, Mandarin is the commonly-used language in Taiwan, 
Why do Taiwanese Americans deny their heritage? 
When I was interviewing Harry, I realized that the main reasons why 
Joseph refused to say that he's Taiwanese Americans is to avoid conflict 
with the Chinese Americans in his boarding school, and that he felt more 
exposed to the Taiwanese culture than the American culture. The factors 
were because his aunt and the Taiwanese in his boarding school 
preferred Taiwanese culture to American culture, and because Harry 
hung out with Asians for most of the time, he didn't have much chance to 
mingle with Americans. But Harry had a choice of hanging out with the 
American group, but he chose not to because he couldn't speak proper 
English at the time. Also, for good or for the worse, sometimes when 
Harry was asked if he was Chinese or Taiwanese, he would say that he's 
Chinese from Taiwan. 
Politics
"You see, by saying that you're Chinese from Taiwan, the Chinese 
people can't really get mad when I give them this answer." Harry grinned 
as he recounts on how many tiring lectures he received from Chinese 
Americans in his school. Also, he thinks that "ABT is inbred," meaning 
that they had to be born in the States. From Harry's interview, I also 
discovered that the Taiwanese political conflict between KMT and DPP 
affected Harry's answer. If you were a KMT in Taiwan, you would say that 
you're Chinese from Taiwan, but not Chinese from China, but 
stereotypically, Chinese Americans wouldn't understand that; they think 
that there's no difference in the use of the term, "Chinese." Here is a 
short excerpt from Harry's interview which tells the pressure Harry was 
facing in terms of his identity as Taiwanese American. 
Harry: "My mom was thinking about sending me to Chicago for a long 
time. She thinks that by studying in the States, there would be a better 
chance of entering an American university and thus I would have a better 
future. It was six when I moved to Chicago to live with my Aunt. She was 
a very conservative Taiwanese, and she kept me exposed to the 
Taiwanese culture as much as possible. But by middle school my mom 
decided to send me to a prestigious boarding school in Chicago, and I 
was on my own. There weren't a lot of Taiwanese in my school, but there 
were a lot of Chinese Americans. I didn't have a problem getting along 
with Chinese Americans but when there were times when the sore 
subject of politics arises. They would lecture me, telling me how Taiwan 
should be part of China and that me, a Taiwanese American, is 
technically a Chinese American. Since I was stuck in the boarding school 
and didn't have anyone else to hang out with at that time, I didn't want 
any trouble. After all, they were the ones who took care of me and 
accepted me in their friend circle. Thus, from then on, I just say that I'm 
Chinese American from Taiwan." 
Where is Taiwan? Does it even exist? What happened to nationalism?
The pressure of politics doesn’t stop here with the tension between 
Taiwanese Americans and Chinese Americans, it also applies to world 
politics. According to some websites, countries, and individual persons, 
Taiwan isn’t a country at all; it is considered a province of China. On 
some shopping websites Taiwan may be shown under the map of China, 
where it tells you to choose your region, or sometimes the websites don’t 
state Taiwan, but Republic of China, which overtly states that Taiwan is a 
property of China. Being stuck in this political disaster, there is no sense 
of country or nationalism at all to Taiwanese Americans who live in 
Chicago. The concept of the country, Taiwan, is hard for Taiwanese 
Americans to grasp when it is not even universally approved as a 
country, therefore disqualifying Taiwan from joining United Nations. With 
lack of nationalism, the other alternative is Chicago and the American 
society. Thus, Taiwanese Americans hold on to the substantial American 
society, therefore explaining why (everyone except for Margaret) 
everyone would identify themselves with anything but Taiwanese 
American. It is natural for people to relate themselves with something 
more than conceptual, especially when it deals with your country; this is 
where nationalism commences. 
Laura: “Sometimes I feel embarrassed when people tell me that Taiwan 
is part of China. I could remember that during the first day of class, the 
teacher told us to introduce ourselves. I told the class that I was born in 
Taiwan, and the teacher asked me how it was in China, as she has never 
been in China before.” Laura then said that since she got this message a 
lot, she has learned to keep her mouth shut. Harry agrees with Laura; he 
thinks that it is useless if you try to fight and correct other people when 
everyone has different opinions, and nothing can be final since the 
situation with Taiwan hasn’t come down with a conclusion either. 
Also, according to Abby, the passport makes a difference. As she was 
born in Chicago, she holds a U.S passport. Since Taiwan isn’t widely 
recognized as a country, it was really hard for her to relate herself to a 
country that is basically conceptual. It was, once again, easier for 
Taiwanese Americans to relate to something that is already definite. 
Peer Pressure
Harry isn't the only one who was pressured into hiding his identity due to 
peer pressure. But from Harry's interview peer pressure about politics is 
one reason why Taiwanese Americans don't assert their identities. 
Margaret, Abby, Laura, Joseph, and Eve also met with similar situations 
before, but to them peer pressure isn't the main reason which led to 
refusal of identity. They have learnt to deal with it with a lighter way, but 
nevertheless the "lectures" haven't left their impression that asserting 
themselves Taiwanese Americans would cause trouble. Joseph said that 
whenever he is confronted with this issue, he would laugh it off instead 
with his Chinese American friends. 
Joseph (giggles as he gave his response): “I think China should be part 
of Taiwan! Not the other way around! According to the constitution of 
Republic of China, aka. Taiwan, our capital is Nanjing!”
Although Joseph was joking about the government, he told me that 
inside, he is feeling sad on how sometimes he is unwilling or can’t to 
pronounce himself Taiwanese American too. 
What is the definition of Taiwanese Americans?
As mentioned earlier in the essay, most of the interviewees were 
confused by the term, Taiwanese Americans. They weren’t sure of what 
exactly was the definition, which included the 1.5 generation besides the 
2nd generation. Moreover, some Taiwanese Americans are not only 
caught up with the dilemma between two cultures, they were also caught 
in between the extremes of both sides of the teachings- Confucius 
teachings versus American liberality. Most Taiwanese Americans had to 
figure out the balance which would please their families, while finding for 
themselves freedom and relaxation from rules. 
Abby: “Although I was born and raised in Chicago and never got the full 
opportunity to be exposed to the Taiwanese culture, my parents were still 
very strict. They wanted me to be a straight A student with no exceptions, 
I wasn’t allowed to date a guy until college, and sometimes I have to earn 
my privileges based on my behavior. However, I still defied my parents 
sometimes because I felt too restrained from my own social freedom. But 
they gradually understood after tears of arguments.” 
Conclusion
As I observed some Taiwanese Americans at Taiwanese Student 
Association meetings, I discovered that most of them were outgoing, 
funny, and generous. Though there were still some conservativeness 
inched in their apparel (skirts are still a no-no) and behavior, they can still 
accept the American norm of the society. Currently, there are still 
Taiwanese Americans who are confused with their own identities and torn 
between two sides of the culture. My theory is that the confusion and 
reservation would end if Taiwan is finally recognized as a country, or 
even as part of China. Either way, if Taiwan is in a more definite state, as 
in where it should belong, there wouldn’t be that many problems which 
Taiwanese Americans suffer today concerning their identities. Another 
question which I couldn’t answer for this research was why didn’t any 
particular Taiwanese organizations make themselves heard in Chicago? I 
feel that Taiwanese Americans should voice their opinions more, and be 
proud of their own identities. Hopefully, a conclusion concerning the 
Taiwanese-Chinese politics would come to an end and Taiwan will finally 
find its place in the world’s society. 
